In the composition of Der Rosenkavalier, Hofmannsthal and Strauss employed a wide range of dramatic and musical references. These dissolve a sense of fixed historical period and reflect the political culture of the Habsburgs, whose polyglot Empire could not call upon nineteenth-century theories of the nation-state to justify its authority.
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In the history of modern Europe, the Habsburgs occupied a position that, as the twentieth century approached, became increasingly anomalous. In the decades after the French Revolution and Napoleonic wars, nation-states of Europe came to base their legitimacy upon the myth that, through the state, political unity and racial identity were one and the same. Although nineteenth-century nationalism was often liberal in its origins, as the nation-state developed nationalism became exclusionary. The Habsburg state, however, could make no claim to national unity. Indeed, the empire that had been assembled by the Habsburg monarchy over several centuries of diplomacy, occasional military campaigns, and cannily arranged dynastic marriages, was the antithesis of the nation-state. A polyglot, multi-racial domain, the Habsburg Empire could only claim unity through carefully cultivating an image of the ruling family as the benign nurturers of their people. The Habsburgs presented themselves as guardians of the ethnic identity of all peoples in the Empire and, paradoxically, as the sole political entity capable of bringing peace and prosperity to the ever-incipient chaos of Eastern Europe and the Balkans.
History has not dealt kindly with the Habsburgs. Even before their political demise in 1918, they were regarded by their own subjects and foreigners alike as the vestige of an archaic dispensation, and not many voices could be heard rising to their defence after they had gone. Few mid-twentieth-century historians were prepared to concede that the inter-racial political and social complex assembled over the centuries by the […] a complex of unaffected elasticity, but a complex, a true organism, pulsating with its own inner religion without the likes of which no combination of living powers is possible'.
